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LOCALLY GENERATING PRICE QUOTES USING ONE OR MORE 
PRICING TOOLS RECEIVED FROM A SELLER 

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates in general to electronic commerce and more particularly 
to locally generating price quotes using one or more pricing tools received from a 
seller. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

A buyer may have the option of buying from any of a number of different 
sellers, as well as the option of buying any of a number of different items to meet a 
particular need. As a result, a buyer may seek to optimize its sourcing by identifying 
5 suitable sellers (which may include sellers offering the lowest prices) and suitable 
items (which may include the lowest-priced items meeting certain requirements) from 
among the options available to the buyer. To identify suitable sellers and items, a 
buyer may communicate one or more requests for quote (RFQs) to one or more 
sellers, receive price quotes in response to the RFQs, and compare the received price 

10 quotes. The buyer may communicate a particular RFQ to a large number of sellers 
and may communicate a large number of related RFQs (meaning RFQs requesting 
quotes for related orders) to each of these sellers. The buyer may also "shop" a large 
number of unrelated orders using this or similar RFQ processes. Due to the large 
number of communications that may be involved in traditional RFQ processes, 

15 considerable bandwidth and other network resources may be needed to support these 
processes where RFQs and price quotes are communicated across networks coupling 
buyers with sellers. Moreover, seller delays in generating price quotes, network 
delays in communicating price quotes, network unreliability, and other shortcomings 
of traditional RFQ techniques may hinder these and similar processes. 

20 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

According to the present invention, disadvantages and problems associated 
with previous RFQ processes may be substantially reduced or eliminated. 

In one embodiment of the present invention, a system includes one or more 
5 computers associated with a buyer for locally generating price quotes. The one or 
more computers receive a pricing tool from a seller, the pricing tool operable to 
generate price quotes for the seller, and locally store the pricing tool received from the 
seller such that the pricing tool is locally accessible to the one or more computers 
associated with the buyer. The one or more computers access a request for quote 

10 (RFQ) specifying an order including quantities of one or more items, the RFQ 
requesting a price quote for the order, and communicate the RFQ to the locally 
accessible pricing tool. Using the locally accessible pricing tool received from the 
seller, the one or more computers locally generate a price quote for the order. The 
one or more computers provide the locally generated price quote for the order for 

1 5 possible further action by the buyer. 

Particular embodiments of the present invention may provide one or more 
technical advantages. For example, particular embodiments may facilitate sourcing 
optimization. Particular embodiments may also facilitate the allocation of bought 
items among a group of buyers participating in a market as a single buying entity. In 

20 particular embodiments, a seller may generate a pricing tool for generating price 
quotes from the seller and communicate the pricing tool to one or more buyers such 
that the buyers may locally access the pricing tool to generate price quotes from the 
seller. In particular embodiments, a buyer may be given local access to a number of 
different pricing tools, each for generating price quotes from a different seller. 

25 Providing buyers local access to pricing tools may reduce the number of RFQ-related 
communications between buyers and sellers, which may conserve bandwidth and 
other network resources used for communication between buyers and sellers. 
Providing buyers local access to pricing tools may also reduce problems associated 
with seller delays in generating price quotes and network delays in communicating 

30 price quotes, which may reduce the amount of time that may be involved in RFQ 
processes. In particular embodiments, pricing tools may be encrypted such that 



ATTORNEY'S DOCKET 
020431.0922 



PATENT APPLICATION 



4 

buyers and competing sellers may be substantially unable to use the pricing tools to 
deduce seller pricing strategies or otherwise determine how prices offered by the 
seller are calculated, which may be important where sellers may have an interest in 
preventing the disclosure of their pricing strategies and related information to 
5 customers (which might use the information to effectively take advantage of the 
pricing strategies) and competitors (which might use the information to gain one or 
more competitive advantages over the seller) and where sellers may have an interest 
in preventing their customers from learning that they may be offering better prices to 
other customers. 

10 Systems and methods incorporating one or more of these or other technical 

advantages may be well suited for modern electronic commerce environments. One 
or more other technical advantages may be readily apparent to those skilled in the art 
from the figures, descriptions, and claims included herein. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

To provide a more complete understanding of the present invention and the 
features and advantages thereof, reference is made to the following description, taken 
in conjunction with the accompanying drawings, in which: 

FIGURE 1 illustrates an example system for locally generating price quotes 
using one or more pricing tools received from a seller; and 

FIGURE 2 illustrates an example method for locally generating price quotes 
using one or more pricing tools received from a seller. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EXAMPLE EMBODIMENTS 

FIGURE 1 illustrates an example system 1 0 for locally generating price quotes 
using one or more pricing tools received from a seller. System 10 may include one or 
more buyers 12, one or more sellers 14, and network 16. Network 16 may include 
any appropriate combination of public and private networks supporting 
communication between buyers 12 and sellers 14. For example, network 16 may 
include the Internet and any appropriate local area networks (LANs), metropolitan 
area networks (MANs), or wide area networks (WANs) coupling buyers 12 with 
sellers 14. Reference to "buyer" or "seller" may include a person, a computer system, 
an enterprise, or any other buying or selling entity, as appropriate. For example, 
buyer 12 may include a computer programmed to autonomously identify a need for an 
item, search for that item, and buy that item upon identifying a suitable seller 14. 
Buyer 12 may include a group of individual buyers 12 participating in one or more 
markets as a single buying entity. Buyer 12 may also include an entity facilitating 
sourcing optimization for one or more buyers 12. For example, buyer 12 may include 
an organization that may receive an RFQ from a buyer 12, carry out one or more RFQ 
processes for buyer 12, and perform other tasks associated with optimizing sourcing 
for buyer 12, as described more fully below. Although buyers 12 and sellers 14 are 
described as separate entities, a buyer 12 in one transaction may be a seller 14 in 
another transaction, and vice versa. Although buying and selling are primarily 
described, the present invention contemplates any appropriate market transaction. 

In traditional RFQ processes, a buyer 12 may communicate to a seller 14, 
using network 16, an RFQ requesting a price quote for a particular order. In response 
to receiving the RFQ, seller 14 may generate a price quote for the order and 
communicate the price quote, also using network 16, to buyer 12. An order may 
include particular quantities of particular items. For example, an order may include 
one hundred of item A, two hundred of item B, and one hundred fifty of item C. 
Items may include raw materials, component parts, products, or other tangible or 
intangible things that may be the subject of a transaction between a buyer 12 and a 
seller 14, and a single item may include one or more other items. Additionally, an 
item included in an order may have a number of different attributes, and there may be 
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a number of possible attribute values (meaning specific instances of attributes) for 
each attribute. As an example, an order might include a number of computers, each of 
which may include a number of different parts (such as, for example, a monitor, a 
keyboard, a mouse, a central processing unit (CPU), memory, other possible 
5 hardware, operating system (OS) software, and other possible software), and there 
may be a number of options associated with each part (such as, for example, monitor 
size and monitor type). 

A buyer 12 may have the option of buying from any of a number of different 
sellers 14, as well as the option of buying any of a number of different items to meet a 

10 particular need. As a result, buyer 12 may seek to optimize its sourcing by identifying 
suitable sellers 14 (which may include sellers 14 offering the lowest prices) and 
suitable items (which may include the lowest-priced items meeting certain 
requirements) from among the options available to buyer 12. To identify suitable 
sellers 14 and items, buyer 12 may communicate one or more RFQs to one or more 

15 sellers 14, receive price quotes in response to the RFQs, and compare the received 
price quotes. Buyer 12 may "shop" an order by communicating a corresponding RFQ 
to a number of sellers. Additionally, buyer 12 may communicate a number of related 
RFQs (meaning RFQs requesting quotes for related orders) to each of these sellers 14 
to identify possible modifications to the order (such as, for example, changes to one or 

20 more item attribute values, item quantities, or other order variables) that may allow 
buyer 12 to obtain better prices or other benefits. Buyer 12 may also shop a number 
of unrelated orders using this or similar RFQ processes. 

For example, buyer 12 may generate an RFQ requesting a price quote for an 
order including one hundred of item A, one hundred fifty of item B (which may be 

25 substantially equivalent to item A for purposes of buyer 12), and two hundred of item 
C, according to one or more particular needs of buyer 12. Buyer 12 may 
communicate this RFQ to a number of different sellers 14 and wait to receive price 
quotes from sellers 14. On receiving the price quotes, buyer 12 may compare the 
quoted prices to identify the lowest prices available from sellers 14. Buyer 12 may 

30 then generate a second RFQ requesting a price quote for an order including seventy- 
five of item A, one hundred seventy-five of item B, and two hundred of item C, 
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communicate the second RFQ to sellers 14, and wait to receive price quotes in 
response to the second RFQ. On receiving the price quotes in response to the second 
RFQ, buyer 12 may compare the quoted prices with each other to identify the lowest 
prices available from sellers 14 for the second order, as well as compare the price 
quotes for the second order with the price quotes for the first order to determine 
whether adjusting downward the requested quantity of item A and adjusting upward 
the requested quantity of item B will allow buyer 12 to obtain better prices or other 
benefits from sellers 14. Accordingly, traditional RFQ processes may involve a large 
number of communications between buyer 12 and sellers 14 and may therefore 
consume substantial bandwidth and other network resources. There may also be 
substantial delays (due to, for example, network delays and delays in each seller 14 
generating a price quote) and other problems associated with such processes. 

To reduce these and possibly other limitations of traditional RFQ processes, a 
seller 14 may generate a pricing tool for generating price quotes from seller 14 and 
communicate the pricing tool, possibly using network 16, to one or more buyers 12, 
providing each buyer 12 local access (as described more fully below) to the pricing 
tool. A pricing tool may include any suitable software component, such as a software 
agent, that may receive an RFQ and generate a price quote from a particular seller 14 
for the order specified in the RFQ. A pricing tool may be generated using any 
suitable technique and may generate price quotes according to a suitable set of rules 
reflecting pricing for seller 14. For example, prices available from a particular seller 
14 may depend on a number of order variables (such as, for example, the types of 
items ordered, the quantities of items ordered, the identity of the buyer 12, or other 
variables), and such dependence maybe reflected in a set of rules for generating price 
quotes. 

A pricing tool may reflect sensitive pricing information for a particular seller 
14, and seller 14 may have an interest in preventing the disclosure of such information 
to customers (which might use the information to effectively take advantage of 
pricing strategies implemented by seller 14) or competitors (which might use the 
information to gain one or more competitive advantages over seller 14). Additionally, 
seller 14 may offer different prices to different buyers 12 and want to prevent its 
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customers from learning that seller 14 is offering better prices to other customers. To 
substantially prevent buyers 12 and competing sellers 14 from using pricing 
information reflected in a pricing tool from deducing pricing strategies implemented 
by seller 14 or otherwise determine how prices offered by seller 14 are calculated, the 
pricing tool may be encrypted using any suitable technique and communicated to 
buyers 12 in an encrypted format. Additionally, local access to the pricing tool may 
be limited to particular uses (or restricted in another suitable manner) by requiring 
that a suitable decryption technique be used to gain access to the pricing tool. For 
example, an encryption or other suitable "key" may be required to gain access to the 
pricing tool. 

A particular seller 14 may communicate a pricing tool for generating price 
quotes from seller 14 to a number of different buyers 12, which may reduce the 
number of RFQ-related communications between seller 14 and buyers 12. 
Additionally, a particular buyer 12 may receive a number of different pricing tools 
from a number of different sellers 14, which may allow buyer 12 to shop orders 
among a number of sellers 14 without having to communicate with sellers 14 or to 
otherwise reduce the number of RFQ-related communications between buyer 12 and 
sellers 14. Buyer 12 may store pricing tools in or more databases 18 (although 
databases are particularly described, pricing tools may be stored using any suitable 
data storage arrangement), and there may be one or more sourcing optimization 
servers 20 associated with buyer 12 for generating price quotes and performing other 
tasks associated with optimizing sourcing for buyer 12. Sourcing optimization server 
20 may receive an RFQ, access one or more pricing tools within database 18 for 
generating price quotes from one or more sellers 14, and using the pricing tools 
generate one or more price quotes for the order specified in the received RFQ. 
Sourcing optimization server 20 may also, automatically or at the direction of buyer 
12, make suitable modifications to a received order and generate price quotes for the 
modified order to determine whether modifications to the order will allow the buyer 
to obtain better prices or other benefits from sellers 14. Sourcing optimization server 
20 may automatically repeat this process of modifying an order and generating 
corresponding price quotes to identify the most suitable combination of order 
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variables, which may be a particular combination of order variables allowing buyer 12 
to obtain the lowest possible prices or other benefits from sellers 14. As described 
above, pricing tools may be encrypted to prevent disclosure of sensitive pricing 
information to customers and competitors, which may include information that would 
disclose different prices being offered to different customers. Sourcing optimization 
server 20 may therefore, in certain embodiments, use a suitable decryption technique 
to gain access to pricing tools within database 18. For example, sourcing 
optimization server 20 may use an encryption key to access pricing tools within 
database 18 and generate price quotes. 

Pricing tools communicated to buyer 12 may be locally accessible to buyer 12, 
which may mean that buyer 12 may access such pricing tools to generate price quotes 
without communicating across network 16. For example, pricing tools communicated 
to buyer 12 may be stored in database 18, as described above, and database 18 may be 
part of a computer system owned and operated by buyer 12, which system may 
include a number of different computers operating at one or more locations. 
Moreover, price quotes may be generated, using pricing tools, by sourcing 
optimization server 20, which may also be part of a computer system owned and 
operated by buyer 12. 

A seller 14 that has communicated a pricing tool to one or more buyers 12 
may, in particular embodiments, remotely update the pricing tool to reflect current 
pricing for sellers 14 using any suitable technique. For example, seller 14 may 
communicate, using network 16, a new pricing tool to buyers 12 to replace the old 
pricing tool for generating price quotes from seller 14. As an alternative, seller 14 
may communicate information to buyers 12 that may be used to modify the old 
pricing tool. Such updates may be made at any suitable time. For example, seller 14 
may update pricing tools for generating price quotes from seller 14 on a regular basis 
at a particular time of day when network usage is low. Similar to pricing tools, such 
updates may contain sensitive pricing information that seller 14 may have an interest 
in protecting from disclosure. For these and other possible reasons, such updates may 
be encrypted using any suitable technique to prevent buyers 12 and competing sellers 
14 from using pricing information reflected therein from deducing pricing strategies 
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implemented by seller 14 or otherwise determine how prices offered by seller 14 are 
calculated, which may be important where seller 14 may have an interest in 
preventing the disclosure of its pricing strategies and related information to customers 
(which might use the information to effectively take advantage of the pricing 
5 strategies) or competitors (which might use the information to gain one or more 
competitive advantages over the seller) or where seller 14 may have an interest in 
preventing its customers from learning that seller 14 may be offering better prices to 
other customers 

FIGURE 2 illustrates an example method for locally generating price quotes 

10 using one or more pricing tools received from a seller. The method beings at step 
100, where sourcing optimization server 20 receives one or more pricing tools from 
one or more sellers 14 and locally stores the pricing tools, at step 102, in locally 
accessible database 18. Although sourcing optimization server 20 and database 18 are 
particularly described as performing certain tasks associated with generating price 

15 quotes, the present invention contemplates any suitable combination of devices 
associated with buyer 12 performing such tasks. At step 104, sourcing optimization 
server 20 accesses an RFQ generated by buyer 12 specifying a particular order. As 
described above, an order may include different quantities of different items. At step 
106, sourcing optimization server 20 communicates the RFQ to the locally accessible 

20 pricing tools within database 18. The RFQ may be communicated to all or a subset of 
all of the locally accessible pricing tools within database 18. For example, the RFQ 
may be communicated only to sellers specified in the RFQ. In addition or as an 
alternative, the received RFQ may specify one or more seller attribute values 
(meaning specific instances of attributes for sellers 14) or ranges of values, and 

25 sourcing optimization server 20 may search (using any suitable technique) for pricing 
tools corresponding to sellers 14 substantially matching the seller attribute values and 
communicate the RFQ only to those pricing tools. At step 108, sourcing optimization 
server 20 may generate one or more price quotes for the order specified in the 
received RFQ using the pricing tools. At step 110, sourcing optimization server 20 

30 provides the generated price quotes for possible further action by buyer 12 (such as, 
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for example, comparing generated prices quotes to identify the lowest available prices 
for the order specified in the RFQ), and the method ends. 

Although the present invention has been described with several embodiments, 
divers changes, substitutions, variations, alterations, and modifications may be 
suggested to one skilled in the art, and it is intended that the invention may encompass 
all such changes, substitutions, variations, alterations, and modifications falling within 
the spirit and scope of the appended claims. 



